
 

Using assessment  
rubrics 

 

An assessment rubric is a grid or framework that outlines the criteria used for assessment, and 
the associated levels of performance or achievement used for interpreting and grading students’ 
performances and learning products.  

THE BENEFITS OF USING  
ASSESSMENT RUBRICS 
Using assessment rubrics has benefits for both students 
and staff, for example: 

• Preparing a rubric enables better and more explicit 
definition of assessment requirements and expectations 
of the range of student achievement on particular 
assessment tasks. 

• Staff teams can develop more consistency in the way 
they interpret assessment tasks and students’ work 
through developing rubrics jointly. 

• Rubrics enable very clear and consistent 
communication with students about assessment 
requirements and the way that grades are differentiated 
between different levels of performance. 

• Students can benefit from more active engagement in 
and responsibility for their learning through creating 
and applying rubrics to self-assess and peer-assess, 
thereby increasing their understanding of assessment 
processes and particular tasks, and enhancing their 
metacognitiveness awareness.   

• Richer feedback to students using rubrics provides 
them with a clearer idea of where they sit in a 
framework of orderly development towards increased 
expertise in a learning domain 

• Using an assessment rubric facilitates increased 
efficiency in marking and grading processes for staff. 

DEVELOPING AN ASSESSMENT RUBRIC FROM 
A GENERIC ONE 
On the following pages, there is a generic rubric which can 
be adapted for use.  This rubric (Orrell, 2003) provides 
descriptions at four levels of attainment across a range of 
generic learning attributes that might be taught and 
assessed in a university education.   

In adapting this rubric to your own context, how you 
describe your assessment attributes will be informed by the 
context of your unit, its aims, the learning outcomes, and 
the specific assessment task.  You will also need to 
determine how the application of the descriptors at each 
level of attainment will inform the overall grading process 
and the correspondence between levels and grades, for 
example ‘advanced’ may align with a distinction or high 
distinction, and ‘developing’ with a resubmission or fail.  
 

 

PODCAST   
Dr Mitch Parsell talks about using instructional rubrics to 
engage students in assessment, blurring the boundaries 
between assessment and instruction. 
Visit the Macquarie University Learning and Teaching 
Centre website at  
mq.edu.au/ltc/for_staff/engage_students/parsell2  
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Assessment 
attributes 

Levels of attainment 

Developing Functional Proficient Advanced 

Use of 
mathematical 
ideas 

Knows a few mathematical 
ideas and rules can use them 
with supervision. 

Rule based, knows basic concepts 
and rules and can use them to 
solve problems and in novel 
contexts.  Requires support for 
transferring to new situations. 

Thorough and accurate 
understanding of concepts and 
processes and can analyse and 
apply them in new situations. 

Uses principles and theories accurately. 
Abstracts and applies them in novel 
situations. Uses concepts to build new 
knowledge and understanding. 
Recognises the limitations of current 
thinking. Is open to new ways of 
mathematical thinking and problems 
solving.  

Reasoning  
Personal and anecdotal  Rule based, derived largely from 

authority (texts, teachers, 
authority figures). Mostly ‘black 
and white’ thinking. Little 
interpretation or translation. 

Can recognise competing 
explanations and can identify the 
relative merits and limitations of an 
argument or position. Can describe 
and defend their own view or 
position. 

Uses principles to formulate a position 
or an argument. Can articulate the 
limited nature of their argument and 
can challenge to boundaries of 
disciplinary understanding.  

Analysis 
Personal and anecdotal Descriptive and anecdotal with 

limited use of theoretical 
frameworks. Limited capacity to 
identify the complex factors 
within a larger idea or context. 
Limited capacity to synthesise a 
number ideas into a larger 
argument. 

Can break large ideas, situations or 
problems down into components 
and explain each using the 
theoretical ideas and concepts of 
the discipline.  Can synthesise a 
number of concepts or factors into a 
larger idea. Can evaluate the 
salience & limitations of arguments. 

Analysis is sophisticated with a balance 
of theory and personal reflection. 
Capable of generalising from personal 
reflection on theoretical ideas or real 
life experiences to formulate principles 
and evaluate the efficacy of ideas from 
a number of standpoints. 

Ethico-moral 
reasoning 

Black and white thinking. 
Dependent on the views of 
authority and experiences 
difficulty in formulating own 
opinion or in hearing the 
efficacy of another’s opinion. 

Multiplistic or relativistic 
thinking. 
Still largely dependent on the 
views of authority to form an 
opinion.  Can hear differences in 
viewpoints but is persuaded by 
majority viewpoint. Difficulty in 
formulating conclusions. 

Weighs an idea to formulate and 
justify personal conclusions.  
Recognises the need for 
compromise in decision- making. 
Can recognise the competing 
interests in arguments and identify 
the ethical issues embodied in 
them.  

Uses principles to decipher competing 
interests and views.  Can elaborate on 
the ethical and moral positions 
inherent in viewpoints and actions. 
Articulates a personal position, but is 
willing to surrender it should further 
persuasive evidence become available. 

 



 

 

Assessment 
attributes 

Levels of attainment 

Developing Functional Proficient Advanced 

Professional 
and work based 
literacy 

Fails to notice important 
information and factors in 
the workplace.  Requires 
constant supervision.  Unable 
to make independent 
decisions. 

Is not safe. Does not relate to 
colleagues and clients 
appropriately. 
Does not seek guidance 
through sensible questioning. 

Can practice safely. Carries out 
most procedures without direct 
supervision.  Notices basic 
contextual cues and asks 
questions. Attempts to relate to 
colleagues and clients. Functions 
largely through imitation, 
protocols and rules rather than 
through problem posing, critical 
reasoning and effective problem 
solving strategies. Finds little 
relevance in the workplace for 
theoretical concepts. 

Establishes personal learning goals. 
Practices safely, balances initiative 
and independence with seeking 
guidance and feedback.  
Uses/critiques theoretical learning 
in the workplace.  Considers and 
prioritises alternative action. 
Relates professionally to colleagues 
and clients. Makes effective 
contributions to the workplace. 
Understands organisational 
structure, functions and 
contemporary social context and 
issues that impact on it.  

Makes a major contribution to the 
organisation though judicious use of 
the academic learning. Has the capacity 
to notice important cues in the 
workplace environment. Can work 
independently and take initiative as 
well as co-operating effectively in a 
team. Investigates the organisation and 
understands the social, political and 
economic factors that impact on it. 
Establishes personal learning goals and 
monitors their own learning. 

Technological 
Literacy 

Is uncomfortable in using 
technologies. Needs support. 
Rule based. 

Largely rule-based, but can 
function independently. Can 
transfer some learning from one 
platform to another. 

Confident, independent user of a 
variety of technologies and 
platforms. Understands underlying 
principles and uses this 
understanding to move between 
platforms and modalities.  Is open 
to technological change and 
development. 

A sophisticated and independent 
adopter of new technologies to solve 
organisational and informational 
problems.  Can adapt technologies to 
meet personal preferences rather than 
adapting practice to standard 
platforms. Creative and innovative 
interaction with technology.  

Information 
Literacy 

Uses immediately available 
information with little 
discrimination.  

Cannot independently seek 
out and locate required 
information. 

Can seek out and locate required 
information with minimal 
support. Does not always 
discriminate effectively between 
sources of information.  

Can independently seek out and 
locate required information. Is 
selective, effectively discriminating 
between sources of information. 

Independently seeks out and locates 
required information. Is selective and 
discriminates between sources of 
information. Adopts effective processes 
for storage and retrieval of 
information. 



 

 

Assessment 
attributes 

Levels of attainment 

Developing Functional Proficient Advanced 

Use of 
Academic 
Conventions 

Absence or inaccurate use of 
referencing and citation 
conventions. 

Basic referencing accurate and use 
of a bibliography and or reference 
list. Sometimes lacks consistency, 
but never the less is a reasonable 
acknowledgment of the sources of 
information 

Use of academic conventions such 
as referencing and citation is 
accurate, consistent and 
appropriate for the discipline. 

Use of academic conventions such as 
referencing and citation is accurate, 
consistent and appropriate for the 
discipline. Able to adapt the approach 
to different disciplinary conventions. 

Use of 
academic 
writing and 
presentation 
grammars 

Does not demonstrate an 
understanding of what is 
expected in presentation of 
learning products. E.g. fails 
to use spell checker, some 
sentences fail to have verbs, 
poorly punctuated, written in 
note form paragraphs have 
only one sentence etc. 

Adheres to most basic 
expectations regarding the 
formatting and presentation of 
work. E.g., titles name on work, 
introduction, conclusion, and 
reference list. Has correct sections 
for reports, case notes etc. Spell 
checked & grammatically correct. 

Adheres to all expectations and 
conventions with all expected 
attributes present. Some translation 
and interpretation of the 
conventions to suit personal style 
and the specific execution of the 
task.  

All expectations and conventions with 
all expected attributes present but have 
been creatively interpreted to suit 
personal style and the specific 
execution of the task. A unique but 
appropriate presentation of work. 
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